WIMAX IS THE WORD

 

4 June 2007: South Africa’s latest technology buzzword is WiMAX, a term that has local online surfers over the moon. But what does the technology do and why should we be so excited? Put simply, this high speed technology allows data to be transported wirelessly over a far greater distance than existing technologies such as Wi-Fi. More importantly, it uses base stations similar to those used in the cellular industry, so one does not have the long wait for the installation of a fixed telephone line in order to access the Internet. 

 
MWEB is currently trialing the WiMAX technology with 1 000 users in Johannesburg and Cape Town. Natalie Thayer, GM of MWEB Home, said that WiMAX is a great technology for South Africa as it can potentially deliver broadband to areas that are out of reach or inaccessible for fixed lines. “WiMAX is a relatively new technology and still in its testing phase throughout the country, but it has great potential for both local consumers and businesses.”

 

How does it work? “Firstly you need to be within a catchment area with a clear signal from a WIMAX tower, probably within about a 10km radius of a base station. The geographic terrain and distance from the base station can affect the signal quality,” says Thayer. You also need to be signed up with a WiMAX provider. Several players are currently trialing WiMAX in select local areas. MWEB is trialing 1000 WiMAX test licences in homes and businesses in Cape Town and Gauteng, including Soweto, where fast Internet is being introduced to trialists in the township for the very first time in SA. Permanent licences will, hopefully, be awarded by ICASA towards the end of 2007.

 

How does it differ from Wi-Fi? Both provide wireless broadband Internet connections, but while W-iFi works in distances of up to 50 metres, WiMAX can reach a radius up to 50 kilometres from a tower.

 
Does this mean cheaper access? A major issue when it comes to broadband access is price and WiMAX has been touted as the technology to finally bring cheaper, effective Internet services to SA. “If the technology is rolled out successfully in SA, it could bring choice, reliability, accessibility and hopefully, affordability to the market,” says Thayer. 
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Mass market wireless broadband has been the dream of many online users since the WiMAX technology was first discussed for South Africa. “Now is an exciting time for SA users as WiMAX is poised to meet the promise of cheaper wireless broadband that other technologies cannot,” said Thayer. “Ultimately, WiMAX has the potential to assist SA’s remote, underserved areas with no infrastructure to speak of and finally bring Internet services to the people.”

-ends-

 

Additional information: 

         WiMAX stands for:  Worldwide Interoperability for Microwave Access
         A WiMAX system consists of two parts: 

o        A WiMAX tower is similar in concept to a cell-phone tower. A single WiMAX tower can provide coverage to a very large area - as big as 50km in radius around a tower.

o        A WiMAX receiver: The receiver and antenna is currently a small antenna mounted onto a building, or a small desk-top modem unit. In future, WiMAX will be built into a laptop the way WiFi chips are today. 
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